The simplest way to begin this review is to say that there is good news and bad news. The Exeter Anthology of Old English Poetry DVD is a reproduction of the manuscript that is more commonly known as The Exeter Book. As a reproduction the DVD is wonderful. The user puts in the DVD, familiarizes him or herself with the software, and then examines the text of The Exeter Book to his or her heart's content. The software allows the user to focus in on obscure passages and to move from one passage in The Exeter Book to another quite easily. One of my prized possessions is a copy of the 1933 facsimile of The Exeter Book edited by Chambers, Förster, and Flower, and I would have to say that the DVD is a better and comparably useable facsimile of the manuscript. As well, the DVD reproduces The Exeter Book in color so that it gives a better and more accurate image of the original.
Since the purpose of a facsimile is to reproduce, as accurately as possible, the original manuscript, and since this reproduction does so very well, a reasonable question might be what bad news could there be? To begin with, the commentary and editorial interventions of various sorts are problematic in a variety of ways. For one thing, Muir's habit of renaming well established poems and even the manuscript itself is annoying and potentially very disruptive. To attempt to change the name of The Exeter Book to The Exeter Anthology of Old English Poetry is pointless. The new name is ugly and awkward, and it and raises very substantial literary historical questions. Did the compiler of The Exeter Book think of the volume he was assembling as an "anthology" in our sense of the term? The heterogeneous and apparently disordered character of the collection of the poems in this volume would suggest not, and while Muir made such a case in his edition of The Exeter Book, he should wait for it to be generally accepted before changing a famous and well accepted name for an Old English codex. The new title, awkward though it is, is at least relatively transparent, but Muir's renaming of some the less wellknown texts in The Exeter Book is more disturbing. Why should a student of Old English have to learn that the poem which Muir calls Christ in Judgement is called Christ III in the Anglo-Saxon Poetic Records, and in the standard bibliographies? Again, the commentary in this new facsimile is characteristically brief and consists mostly of references to recent scholarly literature. To give Muir credit, writing a full commentary on all the poems of The Exeter Book would be a very demanding task for a team of scholars, but it would have been simpler and better to limit his commentary to matters of textual criticism as the editors of the Anglo-Saxon Poetic Records did.
These complaints are, however, relatively trivial. We can ignore Muir's commentary, or rather make what use of it we can, and continue to call The Exeter Book and the poems in it by traditional and well-established names. The real problem with this wonderful facsimile is its price. This facsimile, which consists of a single disk, is priced at over four hundred dollars, comparable though not equivalent to the price of printed facsimiles such as the EEMF series. Now facsimiles are traditionally expensive and developing the software and making the images of The Exeter Book undoubtedly took time and expertise. But traditional printed facsimiles, while expensive, were also books, which would last and be of use for a very long time, hundreds of years at a conservative estimate. A librarian who purchased a volume of the Early English Manuscripts in Facsimile knew that he or she was making an acquisition that was as permanent as the vagaries of politics and of extraordinary weather and geological events would allow. By contrast the DVD version of The Exeter Book is a much more ephemeral object.
To begin with it is very hard to know how long DVDs will last-they simply haven't been around that long. The best guesses I can find are that they might be good for decades, but a single DVD in a library is not going to be treated carefully by all of its users and it is possible to scratch or damage it relatively easily. More importantly, the software that one needs to open and use this DVD is even more ephemeral than the physical object itself. Thus, for example, this DVD can only be accessed by Macintosh users if they have Internet Explorer 2 for the Mac. This program is defunct in that the Mac developers wrote other programs for Mac users to serve this function and Microsoft decided that it would no longer continue to upgrade it. Like many but not all Mac users I have Internet Explorer 2 on my machine but I have not used it for some time, and in ten years it is going to be very hard for a Mac person to find and use this program. A decade is a very long time in the computer industry, but librarians and even Old English scholars have to think over a longer time frame. This DVD is copy protected and users are forbidden to copy it by the publisher so the purchaser of the DVD is legally limited to using the physical copy that he or she acquired with the package in which it came.
So the question which the librarian or individual scholar must ask is whether the undoubted merits of this DVD outweigh the potentially short shelf life of this form of a facsimile. At a large research university where there are a number of Old English specialists among the faculty and students, the answer is probably yes, but in most other academic and scholarly contexts, the answer is probably no. Even an individual scholar who has some means will have to think hard about whether to spend the money for this DVD, because while a scholarly library can be a very substantial asset which the scholar can leave to his or her heirs, this DVD is not likely to be of much value in ten or twenty years.
What is particularly annoying about this situation is that other comparable DVDs-even some that Muir has been involved with-are much more reasonably priced. The DVD of The Junius Manuscript is currently advertised at one hundred dollars and discounts are probably available. Even one hundred dollars is expensive for a physical object that can be duplicated for pennies, but it less than a fourth of the price that the publishers are asking for the DVD of The Exeter Book. One can only hope that there will be a second edition of this DVD which is priced more reasonably-at the least Muir and his publishers should allow owners to reproduce back-up copies for security and allow purchasers to buy revised versions of this DVD adapted for new and changing software requirements for a nominal fee. As matters stand this DVD is simply priced too extravagantly and is too vulnerable to physical decay and the exigencies of software development and change to be a reasonable purchase for anyone but very wealthy Anglo-Saxonists and very well-endowed libraries. For the rest of us it is simply too expensive and too vulnerable to be worth it. The Voice of the Hammer should be retitled the Voice of the Stylus. From the first paragraph Nicola Masciandaro makes it clear that this "is not labor's voice as the self-expression of medieval laborers," rather it is about the literary representation of work in the poetry of late fourteenth-century England, and the role given to work in the construction of the self. Masciandaro begins the book with an historical agenda. He has chosen this poetry because it was the product of a time in which the regulation of labor had become a major public issue after the plague, and he also wants to challenge a tradition in modern history of nostalgically opposing the medieval and the modern, which suggests that "modern work is separated from the life of the household, or even life itself, [but] medieval work was fused with social and personal experience."
